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Leaders too must 
contribute 

by Dr Fidel Castro 
President of the Council of State of Cuba 

1 9 4 8 As the World 
OIGAHISATION MONOIAU DE l A SANH Health Organi-
_N~\1 zation marks its 
~) 40th anniversary , 

W0llO HEALTH OIGANIZATION the question has 
1 9 8 8 been posed : What 

role ought to be 
played by leaders at all levels of the 
health infrastructure and of other 
health-related sectors? There can 
be only one reply : Their role is 
to have confidence in ordinary 
people, and to entrust to their 
hands the cause of health. 

This is because the revolutionary 
changes that need to be carried out 
in the field of health demand the 
participation of an organized mass 
of the people . It involves not only 
the thousands of men and women 
who, as physicians, nurses , auxili
aries and research workers are 
directly engaged in seeking solu
tions to health problems and in ap
plying to the sick the fruits of their 
learning , but also the many thou
sands more who must collaborate in 
building up the infrastructure that 
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Facing page : President Castro donating 
blood. " There can be no Health for all 
unless All contribute to health. " 
Photo L. Sirman © 

is needed to bring about more 
effective results through a common 
effort. 

And this is why the theme of 
the Technical Discussions during 
the 41st World Health Assembly
Leadership development for Health 
for all-seems to us most timely. 
Even more to the point is the 
theme chosen for World Health 
Day this year: Health for all-all for 
health. The experience of Cuba
even though this is just one small 
country-can serve as a practical 
demonstration of this global theme 
and may well stimulate some new 
thoughts about it. 

"Health for all" has been a 
watchword of the Cuban Revolu
tion from the very first. Back in the 
1950s, in the Sierra Maestra , the 
setting for our war of liberation, the 
field hospitals which we organized 
with the help of a small number of 
distinguished doctors who joined 
our rebel forces had as their mis
sion not only to treat our own 
wounded and those of the enemy ; 
they also sought to bring the heal
ing science to the peasant popu
lation living in those mountains 
under conditions of cultural back
wardness that stemmed from their 
virtual isolation from civilisation. 

After the Revolution had tri
umphed, we started a series of 
economic, political and social 
measures which responded to the 
needs of the great popular masses . 
The steps that we take in the field 
of health have an immediate impact 
on society because of their popular 
character. They have included cut
ting the price of medicaments, set
ting up the Rural Medical Service , 
starting many hospitals , increasing 
the budget for health, and creating 
in 1960 the "Health Units" with 
which we initiated the work of the 
Integrated Health Plan. 

It is not hard to find examples 
where the mass of the people have 
taken an active part in solving their 
own health problems. 

For instance , how else could 
we have organized on a country
wide scale the mass vaccination 
of children against polio and other 
infections, which has enabled us to 
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eradicate these diseases from the 
whole national territory? 

Or how could we have brought 
about an infant mortality rate as 
low as 13.3 for every 1,000 live 
births-comparable to that of many 
developed countries-if we had not 
had the participation of all sectors 
of the community and the determi
nation of ordinary people to carry 
it out? 

Leadership 
development for 
Health for all " 

Thi~ ct'is . the title of ,She Tech~ 
nical [)iscussions taking place 
during the 41st World Health 
Assembly in Geneva in May. 
Each year, delegates to the As
setr}bly, as well as representa
tives~1ff9m other fields outside' 
WHO, meet to discuss a key issue 
of political health. The theme of 
" leadership " reflects the need 
to create a critical mass of peo
ple in ach countrywho can in
spir d motivate,; .others ·toe 
wards the goal of Health for all. 

Yet another example is the suc
cess achieved by our Family Doc
tors , a model of structured commu
nity care which responded to the 
need to have a new kind of doctor 
who could understand , integrate, 
control and coordinate the health 
care of the individual and of the 
family , seeing health in the context 
of the family members and their re
lations with the community in 
which they live and with the society 
to which they belong. 

This new kind of doctor practises 
a scientific and humanitarian sort of 
medicine, with a profound social 
orientation. He or she relates to the 
whole community in an active way, 
sharing in and influencing decisions 
that will resolve the problems that 
affect the local environment. 

Could we have done all this with
out close coordination between the 
political leadership of the country, 
the health workers and the whole of 
the Cuban people? Remember, we 
had at the same time to set up con
sulting rooms and places for the 
health workers to live, and to do 
that we needed the efforts of the 
population itself, through the sys
tem of "micro-brigades" composed 
of workers and others willing to 

volunteer their cooperation for the 
building work . 

In short, there can be no Health 
for all unless All contribute to 
health. 

Since health is a fundamental 
component of the quality of life for 
mankind, protecting health every 
day calls for an ever greater social 
and economic determination to 
counter the problems of bad sani
tation, disease and both a quanti
tative and qualitative shortfall in 
health care-all of which are typical 
of the crucial situation throughout 
the developing world. 

Since development is conditional 
on peace, it cannot be guaranteed 
in any real and lasting form if we 
are not able to work in an atmos
phere of tranquillity , harmony and 
cooperation, so as to contribute 
actively to the strategy and plan of 
action for attaining Health for all. 
Nor can development be safeguard
ed if we do not allocate at least a 
part of the immense resources that 
are squandered today on the irra
tional arms race to pay for the 
development of social programmes. 

Without the New International 
Economic Order and the elimin
ation of external debts, the theme 
of Health for all will remain simply 
a pious expression of hope that can
not be converted into reality. 

Yes , we shall need a great many 
leaders everywhere in the world, 
even in developed countries as they 
become increasingly aware of what 
is needed to ensure that health be
longs to all; not just to all their own 
inhabitants, but to people in need 
of health in all corners of the globe . 

The Cuban people's dedication 
en masse to this noble cause has en
abled us not only to attain a high 
level of development ourselves but 
also to offer medical aid to coun
tries in Africa , Asia and Latin 
America , where thousands of 
Cuban health workers deploy their 
skills as an expression of the highest 
level of human solidarity. 

From the mass of our people have 
emerged new ideas for the strate
gies of yesterday and of today , and 
the levels of health that we have 
achieved reflect our resolve to at
tain new objectives in ways that 
take advantage of past experiences, 
introduce the latest findings of sci
ence and stimulate the involvement 
of the people in resolving their own 
health problems. • 
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